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Abstract 
This article contributes to our understanding of popular thinking about happiness by 
exploring the work of David E Kelley, the creator of the television program Ally 
McBeal and an important philosopher of happiness. Kelley's major points are as 
follows. He is more ambivalent than is generally the case in popular philosophy about 
many of the traditional sources of happiness. In regard to the maxim that money can't 
buy happiness he gives space to characters who assert that there is a relationship 
between material comfort and happiness, as well as to those that claim the opposite 
position. He is similarly ambivalent about the relationship between loving 
relationships and happiness; and friendships and happiness. In relation to these points 
Kelley is surprisingly principled in citing the sources that he draws upon in his 
thinking (through intertextual references to genres and texts that have explored these 
points before him). His most original and interesting contributions to popular 
discussions of the nature of happiness are twofold. The first is his suggestion that 
there is a lot to be said for false consciousness. He presents situations where 
characters choose wilfully to ignore reality and instead to live in fantasy worlds where 
they are happy. Rather than condemning such behaviour, Kelley presents it as 
understandable, attractive and perhaps even heroic. The second is his proposal that 
happiness should be seen as an effect of bodily performance rather than an expression 
of the authentic inner self - if one forces oneself to smile, happiness may follow. 
Ultimately Ally McBeal presents a multifaceted popular account of the nature of 
happiness, where the various positions explored cannot all be reconciled; and where 
ironic ambivalence is the key tone. 
 
Keywords: television, popular philosophy, Ally McBeal, false consciousness, Prozac, 
somatic 
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Views on happiness in the television series Ally McBeal: the philosophy of David 
E Kelley 
Alan McKee, Queensland University of Technology 
 
 
Introduction 
Ally McBeal is a hugely internationally successful American television series created 
and written by David E Kelley (also the creator and main author of the series Picket 
Fences, The Practice and Boston Public). Mixing comedy and drama, it tells the story 
of a young, post-feminist lawyer, uncertain about what she wants from her job and her 
relationships specifically and from her life generally1. Both she, and the program, are 
obsessed with happiness – what is it, how might you find it, and how would you know 
when you finally have it? The program is obviously pure entertainment. But it is 
equally obviously something else as well. It is also popular philosophy, encouraging 
millions of viewers around the world to think about the nature of happiness (Queenan 
undated, p. 11). And by examining this text in detail, we can gain a better 
understanding into popular thinking about happiness. This article presents the results 
of a research project that asked: What theories of happiness are presented in the 
popular philosophy of David E Kelley? 
There is, unfortunately, no Grand Unified Theory of human minds or their 
relationship to human culture. A variety of disciplines investigate these issues – 
Literary Studies, Psychology, Philosophy, Sociology and so on – but the insights they 
provide aren’t always compatible. The way they conceive of their objects of study, 
their basic assumptions about the nature of knowledge, the methodologies they 
employ, can differ so widely that rather than informing each other they run in parallel 
and never touch. To put it in its simplest terms: while psychologists (for example) 
seek the truth about reality, philosophers wonder what is meant by ‘truth’, and refuse 
to accept as a given that there is such a thing as ‘reality’ in the everyday sense of the 
word. 
Although the information generated by different approaches cannot always be easily 
transferred across disciplinary boundaries, it can at least prove suggestive to workers 
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in other areas of knowledge. When we ask people if they are happy, and they say that 
they are, what does this mean to them? What kind of meanings do they ascribe to the 
term? What kinds of questions are they asking about happiness for themselves? This 
paper presents the result of a research project within the humanities that sheds some 
light on this question. By examining the publications of one popular philosopher of 
happiness (Kelley) we can get some sense – we can put it no more strongly than this – 
of popular thinking about happiness in Western countries. This information is 
generated by respectable and familiar methodologies within the humanities – and 
although they may not be so familiar in other disciplines, the data may be of some 
interest, and at least suggestive, to researchers from different backgrounds. 
 
Methodology 
Every episode of the five seasons of Ally McBeal was subjected to the methodology of 
‘textual analysis’ for the purpose of producing an ‘exegesis’ of the ideas about 
happiness offered by the program. Textual analysis doesn’t interview people about 
their philosophical thinking on happiness. It is a methodology which seeks to map out 
the public circulation of ideas within which people develop their own consciousness. 
It does not claim to know the truth about the thought processes of individual human 
beings: rather, it tries to show the context in which individuals think. It is empirical, in 
the sense of drawing on and interpreting concrete evidence – but neither quantitative 
nor replicable. It aims to understand how populations make sense of the world by 
making ‘educated guesses at the likely meaning of a text’ (a book, a television 
program, an advert) for an audience (McKee, 2003, p. 1). By examining the work of 
one popular philosopher whose thinking about happiness is widely circulated, 
consumed and discussed – the American television writer and producer David E 
Kelley – we can map out one area of popular thinking about happiness. The data 
gathered by textual analysis is processed through the common humanities’ 
methodology of ‘exegesis’ - whereby the philosophical insights of a cultural creator 
(author, artist, or filmmaker, for example) are explored and expounded by the 
researcher (see, for example, Thomas, 1998; Primavesi, 1999; Lechte 2002; Wise 
2002; Gregory, 2003).  
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Such an approach to the investigation of popular thinking about happiness raises a 
number of important methodological issues.  
The first is whether an entertainment television program like Ally McBeal is worthy of 
being called ‘philosophy’, and its insights into the nature of happiness taken 
seriously? In this article, I am accepting the arguments developed within a sub-
discipline of philosophy called ‘cultural studies’2. It is now commonly accepted 
within this sub-discipline that popular culture is as capable of producing intelligent 
insights and ideas into the nature of human experience as is high culture (see, for 
example, Hanley 1997; Irwin 1999; Hull 2000; Jeffries 2001; Irwin, Conard and 
Skoble, eds 2001; Howley 2001; Jenkins, McPherson and Shattuc, eds 2002; Parks, 
2003), As Thomas McLaughin notes, as academics we should be:  
skeptical of the academy's easy conflation of genteel cultural style and intellectual 
skills. Not all the sharp minds get to college and not all the theorists are in the academy 
… theory is not the elite activity that both its enemies and defenders claim it to be. It is 
an integral and crucial element in everyday culture … (McLaughlin 1996, p. 29).  
Popular intellectual work may not follow the rules of logic or polite rhetoric: but it is, 
nonetheless, intellectual work: 
I was brought up in working-class neighbourhoods of Philadelphia and its suburbs and 
in a family that valued street smarts and healthy skepticism. Everyone knew that 
politicians lied because they were in someone's pocket, that doctors and lawyers used 
their position for profit, that priests and nuns were high-minded but not be taken 
seriously as guides to everyday life, that bosses were not to be trusted when they said 
they had your interests at heart, that teachers and principals were more interested in 
rules and order than in the needs of kids. There was still a degree of respect for people 
in power, since it was thought they got their power with their brains, but there was no 
awe. In general, and without articulating it in these terms, we understood that language 
and culture could be put to the service of power … (p. 29).  
Not all texts - whether on television, or in the libraries of academic presses - are 
worthy of the same amount of detailed intellectual attention. Some television 
programs – and some academic books – are formulaic and banal. But Ally McBeal is a 
particularly intelligent and interesting program for thinking about philosophical 
questions about happiness in Western countries: because: '[i]nstead of practising law, 
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Ally McBeal spends most of her time questioning why she has not found happiness in 
her life' (Friedman, undated, n.p.).  
We could also ask whether it makes sense to treat David E Kelley - the creator, 
executive producer and (almost) sole author of the program (he wrote the vast 
majority of the program’s episodes over its five year run) - as the ‘author’ of a popular 
philosophical text. There are, after all, hundreds of other people involved in the 
production of such a text. But again, within the humanities it is quite unexceptional to 
identify one key creative mind in the production of a text (often a film’s director) and 
to name her or him as the ‘auteur’ – the ‘author’ – of the text’s meaning (see Caughie, 
ed, 1981). Indeed, for many philosophical thinkers, the name of the ‘author’ of any 
kind of text is really just a convenient fiction for organising ideas into categories. In 
the real world, every text is always the product of multiple authorships: in the case of 
a book, for example, not just the editors, proofreaders, designers, layout artists, 
friends and colleagues who might have a direct input, but the generations of writers 
who have gone before and worked out ideas which are then available for the current 
writer to draw and work upon (see Foucault, 1991). 
Another methodological point – which again brings us back to the tantalizing yet 
impossible notion of a Grand Unified Theory of human culture - might be: if 
ultimately we are interested in popular thinking about happiness, why do we not just 
interview people and ask them what they think about happiness? Again, we come 
down to disciplinary differences. Ultimately, when interviewing people about their 
thinking on happiness, what we always discover is the responses of people to 
questions about their thinking about happiness – no matter how carefully we design 
our questionnaires, this is always a tautological fact. This is valuable research: and 
what the humanities try to do (which as noted above is empirical, but can never be 
replicable or quantitative) is to add to this by providing some sense of how people’s 
thinking about happiness might function in everyday life – before a researcher 
approaches them and asks them to think about their thinking about happiness (McKee, 
2003, p. 83). We are always, with textual analysis, in the realm of the ‘educated 
guess’ – but we can at least make guesses that are very educated.  
It is clear, for example, that many non-academic citizens in Western countries are 
interested in the traditional philosophical question of what makes a happy life (see, for 
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example, John Pepper's How to be Happy 1995; Dennis Prager's Happiness is a 
Serious Problem 1998; Richard Carlson's You Can Be Happy No Matter What 1998; 
and Amanda Gore' You Can Be Happy 1998). And we have evidence that the 
television program Ally McBeal was used as a starting point by some viewers for 
discussing social and philosophical issues. It was, in the vernacular, a 'watercooler' 
television show. It: 'made people actually talk about issues' (Appelo 1999, p. 3; see 
also Johnson 1998, p. 17; Cooper 2002). As well as being entertaining, viewers used 
this 'smart' (Rosenberg 1999, p. F1) program 'with a brain' (Queenan undated, p. 11) 
as a common starting point for discussions about contemporary values: 
the debate over Ally McBeal rages on … not only has the series … become water cooler 
conversation for both men and women, but it has kicked off a national debate, inspiring 
impassioned essays in Time, Newsweek and the New Republic … Ally McBeal has 
become either the voice of today's complete single career woman, or a neurotic mess 
obsessed with marriage and her ticking biological clock (Sorenson 1998, p. 54)  
Ally McBeal is explicitly about the question of what makes a happy life, returning to 
this issue and playing it out in a variety of inspired ways over its five seasons: the use 
of 'smile therapy' to create happiness; the right of a brain-damaged man to be happy 
rather than rational in his workplace; the man who attacks happy couples in public as 
a way to promote their bonding and thus their further happiness; the right of a woman 
with split personality to 'kill' one personality in order to increase the happiness of the 
other … Kelley approaches this question in dozens of ways, making clear the 
complexity of, and the many different issues involved in, the simple question: what 
makes for a happy life? It makes sense – it is reasonable – then to examine David E 
Kelley’s thinking in Ally McBeal about what makes a happy life; and to suggest that 
this is available to viewers to think with themselves about this fundamental 
philosophical question. 
 
Findings 
Happiness through material possessions 
Part of Kelley's thinking on this topic explores various object-oriented approaches to 
happiness familiar from the workings of popular culture more generally: does money 
provide happiness? Beautiful objects? Love? For example, the program works through 
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a series of thought experiments to ask us if it is possible to imagine the pursuit of cash 
providing a happy life. Two of the central lawyer characters - Fish and Ling - 
explicitly state in the course of the program that this is indeed their philosophy of life: 
'Ally, please, lasting happiness only comes with money. Fishism' (episode 3.3). As 
Ling puts it:  
At some point, we have to face a certain reality. Despite all the glitter the world seems 
to offer, true happiness can only be found in one thing 
Which is? 
Shopping (2.9) 
Happiness through money; happiness through the ownership of material possessions. 
One of the notable features of Ally McBeal is that it presents these sentiments in a 
more ambivalent fashion than is usually the case in popular philosophy (see Cooper 
2001). Popular entertainment genres can usually be split into two groups; on the one 
hand are those genres whose animating logic is an insistence that money never can 
buy you happiness (romantic comedies, sitcoms, some police series). On the other 
hand are those genres which insist that money can buy you happiness (principally 
advertisements and some game shows). But it is part of Ally's charm that there is 
nothing in the show itself that demands that Ling and Richard's position be interpreted 
as wrong. They are not punished by the narratives of the program for their beliefs, and 
they are not shown to be evil. In this the program is studiedly ambivalent - there is no 
authorial voice insisting that we accept or that we reject the equation of money and 
happiness. It is true that it is possible to find a number of features of the program's 
presentation of this argument that might suggest that the equation of money and 
happiness is wrong; but these are never overwhelming. We could consider the fact 
that other characters explicitly challenge this idea (senior partner John Cage is 
particularly scathing); that the use of the term 'Fishism' as a codicil to celebrations of 
money marks them as grossly offensive; the fact that Fish desperately wants his staff 
to be happy, even paying them more to keep them in position at the expense of profits; 
and the fact that the inhumanity of the characters who love money is presented as 
excessive (Ling: 'Can you imagine going through life happy? … I think it’s starting to 
rub off on me. I had a dream last night I hit a guy in a wheelchair and pulled over to 
help … Euhh'. - 4.17). There is even a suggestion that those characters who link 
money and happiness are in some way incapable of real happiness: as Fish says to 
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Ling at one point: 'I promise satisfaction - if you were the least bit capable of 
happiness' (2.3). But Kelley is always careful to leave open the possible interpretation 
that for these characters, maybe money and material possessions do lead to happiness. 
 
Happiness through love 
The program is similarly ambivalent about heterosexual love as a source of happiness. 
Most of the characters in the show at some point equate happiness with love. In the 
case of the Thwacker - a man who sees happy couples and hits them with a sawn-off 
paddle - the characters throughout the episode use 'love' and 'happiness' as synonyms, 
understanding that couples in love are also couples who are happy (1.23). When John 
Cage gets a date with a woman he used to love, Ally notes: 'He’s really smiling! Look 
at the happiness on that floor!” (1.22). Judge Whipper Cone equates a wedding ring 
with happiness (1.11). Fish claims in the fifth series that money no longer does it for 
him, and he suspects the need of a wife (5.21). Kelley pays attention to this possibility 
and takes the time to develop some thought experiments about its workability. To a 
degree this suggests the program's address to a female audience, as it works through 
popular feminine philosophies about happiness (it is uncommon to find the 
proposition in popular men's culture that getting a wedding ring on your hand will 
make you happy). However, Kelley also insists (as is common in feminine culture) 
that both men and women face this issue. And he is also careful to distinguish 
between gendered issues: we rarely see the male characters worried about children; 
we rarely see the female characters worried about losing their traditional authority in a 
society where gender roles are rapidly changing. 
Again, popular media present us with a number of dominant discourses on this issue: 
from the proposition that heterosexual coupling is the ultimate source of happiness 
(romance novels and films) across the continuum to the suggestion that heterosexual 
coupling destroys happiness (soap operas). And again, Ally McBeal is interesting for 
its ambivalence, presenting a number of viewpoints on this issue without insisting on 
one being correct. The utopian model of heterosexual suburban life is mocked by 
Florence Henderson, citing The Brady Bunch as she plays a singing guru offering 
conferences on 'How to Keep a Man Happy' by teaching women to be submissive 
(4.3). But still the program never stops searching for a way to make heterosexual love 
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work; for a way to find happiness through romance. Ally herself is constantly in flux 
on this issue. In one episode she is giving up a prayer of thanks: 
Thanks for having a full life … Thanks for getting to get up every day and getting to be 
a lawyer. And thanks for not wanting a man. Thank you for not needing one ... (2.9) 
But in the same season she is complaining that: 
Every time I have a birthday I get these panic attacks of ... underachievement ... like my 
life is a big empty sac ... The thing that I hope for most is emotional dependence ... I 
want to meet, fall in love with and be with somebody I can’t bear to live without (2.18) 
There is no consistent position in the program on the relationship between 
heterosexual love and happiness.  
 
Happiness through doing good 
Another element of the popular philosophy of happiness presented by Kelley is a 
relational approach to happiness. Owning 'the leather interior of choice in their new 
car' (5.6), or owning somebody's heart, might not bring happiness: but what about a 
job that makes a difference, that helps make the world a better place? Again, the 
program is ambivalent - although in showing various reactions to these questions it 
does not present such extreme positions as it does in relation to love and money. On 
the one hand, Kelley presents familiar, almost banal Romantic discourses that suggest 
a happy life is one where we get to express ourselves and help others: 
Ally: Do you remember how we’d talk about what we’d be when we grew up? Well, 
you were going to be either a doctor or a fireman because you wanted to be able to help 
at least one person every single day. And I was going to be an artist and paint the world 
with beautiful colours. And we became lawyers. How did that happen? (3.7) 
But against such Miss America philosophising (I want to help small children …) the 
program also suggests that for some people the real pleasure of such jobs comes from 
the sense of power they provide ('In that courtroom I’m still powerful. I’m not old in 
there. I’m not weak' - 4.9; 'the robe has its perks' - 3.13). And it also suggests that 
committing to a satisfying career might actually rule out happiness ('The people who 
are strong, the people who stand up for what they believe in and chase their hearts, 
those are the people who... end up … unflinching, uncompromising, un... happy' - 
1.3). A fourth position presented is that the best thing about work might be the time it 
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leaves to do other things (Elaine: 'Not everybody wants to be a lawyer, or a 
professional. I like my job, I like being a secretary … And I’m really sorry to 
disappoint you Ally, but I like my life... You’re an elitist snob' - 2.19). Does a 
satisfying career lead to a happy life? Yes; yes, for the wrong reasons; no; and It can 
actually get in the way. This range of positions is presented in the program. 
 
Happiness through friendships 
When it comes to the issue of friends making a life happy, the program is at its least 
convincingly ambivalent. The staff at Cage and Fish, despite their massive differences 
and caricatured dislike for each other, quickly become and remain friends. They work 
together, play together, drink together, sleep together (non-sexually), sleep together 
(sexually) - and sing together. In their meetings at the bar at the end of each working 
day we are given a utopian vision of the way in which the workplace might be a 
source of happiness. Everybody in the show celebrates the friendships of this 
workplace - the capitalist Fish ('We do have something here, don’t we? The people, 
the friends. We have built something special. Right?' - 3.11); Ling (who secretly 
arranges for Elaine's feelings to be saved when she loses out on a chance to be Tina 
Turner's back up singer - 3.14); and even the ice-queen Nelle, who finally melts and is 
persuaded to join the utopian singalong in the bar: 'Secretly I’ve wanted to go up there 
and do a number. It looks... fun' (5.13). But even here, as Kelley surveys this familiar 
idea he avoids stating as uncontrovertible fact that friendships make a happy life: Ling 
and Nelle's commitment to friendships in the office is always ambivalent, and 
involves equal measures of betrayal, nastiness and genuine concern. And when Billy's 
wife Georgia leaves the office, she angrily insists that the supposed friendships are a 
sham:  
I know this will sound stupid, but when I left - not even a cake. Two years I worked 
with you, by you, going to the bar at night. And when I left you just padlocked the 
office so I couldn't take files. All that time - I was only his wife ... None of you even 
called to say hi (3.11). 
 
Happiness as unhappiness 
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Exploring less the causes of happiness than the nature of the condition described by 
the word, Kelley suggests in Ally McBeal that the term ‘happiness’ is such a vague 
one in Western culture that it may (in its current usage) quite rationally be taken to 
encompass that experience which is named as ‘unhappiness’. 'Happiness is overrated' 
(1.5), says Ally, and the program cheerfully mocks images of happiness which posit 
an ever smiling, ever contented life. The Partridge Family theme song - 'Come on get 
happy!' - appears only to tease and annoy Ally (5.1). For Kelley, happiness is 
unhappiness: more precisely, there is a necessary element of discontent to the 
experience of being happy.  
Again Kelley makes no claims to be revolutionary in this position: his citations show 
his awareness of previous texts which have made similar claims. As Vonda McIntyre 
puts it in '100 tears away': 'The only way to feel your joy/Is first to feel your 
sadness/All of the happiness you seek … It’s just a hundred tears away' (1.5).  
The popular genre where this claim has been most consistently thought through is the 
science fiction which has presented us with those dystopian futures where happiness 
has become meaningless because it is regulated and no longer allows for pain: This 
Perfect Day, Farenheit 451, Logan's Run, Demolition Man, Brave New World, Doctor 
Who: the Happiness Patrol; Star Trek: Return of the Archons, and so on. Again, 
Kelley shows his working as he presents this position. Ally's boyfriend Ronnie dumps 
her early on in the series because, although he loves her, he thinks she cannot have a 
healthy relationship:  
Ally: So what, so what are you saying - I’m the kind of person who can never be 
happy? 
Ronnie: I think you’ll know more happiness than most. You just won’t be ... content … 
Ally: You coward. You want some Stepford Wife with her own little matching apron 
set, fine, she’s out there waiting to rub your feet, but if you want me you’ve got to go 
for it, because I’m... it! (1.3) 
Ally knows that The Stepford Wives has already made her point for her. She insists 
that she loves the experience of working at Cage and Fish - as Renee puts it: 'You’re 
up, you’re down, happy one minute, sad the next', and Ally's response is: 'It’s not dull 
here Renee. I certainly know I’m alive ...'  (1.5; see also Melanie's comments in 4.15). 
Similarly, Ally's career-defining epilogue in the pilot episode (which became, 
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apparently, a 'mantra' for 'career minded single women in the States' - Pringle undated, 
22) points towards another genre that has traditionally presented unhappiness as a 
central element of happiness: 
the real truth is I probably don’t want to be happy - or content. Because - then what? I 
actually like the quest, the search. That’s the fun. The more lost you are, the more you 
have to look forward to. Whaddya know? I’m having a great time and I don’t even 
know it  
Tracey, Ally’s mad therapist, places such comments into an ongoing tradition of 
feminine culture which posits the infinite deferral of happiness as a powerful form of 
happiness in itself when she cites Paul Henreid's comment to Bette Davis in Now 
Voyager: 'I was afraid I’d burn if I got too close to happiness' (2.15). The trope of a 
passionate love that is rendered more perfect by its impossibility is a common and 
resonant one in romance fiction. It presents an interpretation of 'happiness' which is 
far from 'contentment'. And, importantly, it moves the source of happiness from 
external objects and relations to an internal, fantasy world.  
Again, Kelley does not let this position stand unchallenged: there are alternative 
possibilities that prevent us from being able to dismiss Ally as simply another text to 
worship at the feet of irrationality and pain. The question arises in the course of the 
series as to why Ally does not take Prozac. She insists that she is happy in her own 
way - as defined above - but other characters find her definition of happiness to be so 
idiosyncratic as to be meaningless: 
Cage: Ally, you haven’t been happy since I’ve known you. 
Ally: What are you talking about? I’m the most happy person I know. I’m a very happy 
person. Richard! Do you know anyone happier than me? 
Fish: I used to, but he jumped off a bridge (3.3) 
Throughout the second and third seasons the program takes Ally's idiosyncratic world 
view and raises the stakes for her theory that the ability to experience highs and lows 
is what allows us to understand happiness. Does this mean, Kelley asks us, that she is 
mad? Is she clinically unable to function as a human being because of her theories of 
happiness? Boyfriend Greg Butters tells her: 'I realize you may be emotionally 
neurotic, I may even tolerate it. But don’t celebrate it' (2.16). This comes to a head 
when a new therapist insists that Ally should take Prozac: 'You won’t find happiness 
 14 
  
through love or by turning to God... it comes in a pill' (3.3). Ally resists this - she 
never does take it - and explains her reluctance with reference to these theories of 
happiness being dependent on the experience of sadness: 'I guess I’m afraid of my 
brain just flattening out'. Dr Flott responds to this in a way that is, on the one hand, 
completely convincing in its dismissal of Ally's naïve romanticism; yet on the other 
hand, is delivered by a drug-obsessed therapist who takes her pills 'in suppository 
form' because it 'gives me a little wriggle': 'Don’t try to romanticize your insanity ... 
That’s all I need - another whacko in love with her lunacy' (3.3). 
Ally is happy because she is unhappy, although she finds it hard to convince others of 
this position. She cites the philosophy of hopeless romance and dystopian science 
fiction to support her position: but the questions of whether a) doing so makes her 
mad and b) whether that in itself is a problem, are not given straightforward answers 
in the text. Indeed, it is the possibility - which again is never stated programmatically, 
but which this ambivalent theorising leaves space to be considered - that maybe Ally 
is correct to romanticize her insanity that marks one of Kelley's most interesting 
contributions to thinking about happiness. Throughout the series, Kelley presents the 
ability to believe in what we know to be untrue as the basis for happiness - as well as 
the basis for madness. And the two may prove to be the same thing. This idea is 
explored further below. 
 
Surveying happiness 
These points are all important elements of Kelley’s popular philosophy of happiness, 
and knowing that they are present in Ally McBeal is an important part of 
understanding the program’s thinking on the issue. However in this exegesis I have 
skipped through them rather quickly because they are not, I think the most interesting 
part of Kelley's philosophical work. Interrogation of the relationships between money 
and happiness, and between love and happiness, and even about the need to be open to 
unhappiness in order to understand happiness, are all familiar parts of vernacular 
philosophy; and all possible positions (yes they are linked; no they are not linked; 
sometimes they are linked, but only in particular situations) are familiar as dominant 
discourses in Western liberal cultures. There are, however, two notable points about 
Kelley's thinking on these familiar issues.  
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The first is that he presents a range of positions within the single text without 
adjudicating between them, via an extreme example of the ‘polysemy’ that much 
popular culture exhibits. A ‘polysemic’ text is one that is designed to be open to as 
many different interpretations as possible: as Robert Ray points out, it makes sense 
for commercial popular culture to be designed this way – it allows more audiences to 
find pleasurable ways of interpreting its text (Ray 1985; see also Maltby 2003, pp. 
475-484). Ally McBeal is carefully ambivalent in its thinking about happiness; it never 
finally claims to have the final truth about the causes of happiness. In this Ally 
McBeal is almost like a survey of previous popular thinking on the topic. 
The second interesting point is that while Kelley may not present his ideas with the: 
'genteel cultural style' that McLaughlin identifies as typical of the academy (1996, p. 
29), he does adopt one of the academy's methodological moves in his thinking, as he 
carefully and systematically cites a number of previous authors on these topics. 
Throughout the series Kelley uses music as a form of citation, drawing on previous 
texts to make and support arguments so that he need not restate them himself (as John 
Denvir describes the characters: 'their favourite … philosophers appear to be Al Green 
and Barry White' - undated, np; see also Brown, 2001; Jackson, undated). It is clear 
that Kelley is not the first person to suggest that love brings happiness: he doesn't 
pretend to be, as he cites the song 'Bye Bye love, Bye Bye happiness' ('Hello 
loneliness, I think I’m gonna cry' - 2.21). Similarly, he does not pretend to be an 
original thinker when pointing out that heterosexual love and happiness need not be 
linked: as Vonda sings in: 'What becomes of the broken hearted?' (after John Cage has 
lost his beloved tree frog): 'Love's happiness is just an illusion' (2.5).  
 
Happiness through denying reality 
As well as playing its part in considering these familiar popular philosophical gambits 
about the causes of happiness, Kelley also offers two other suggestions about 
happiness that are less familiar from other popular philosophizing.  
His first proposal is that in search of happiness, it might be desirable to deny reality 
and embrace fantasy (not in the Freudian sense - Freud was, Ally claims: 'the biggest 
sex pervert going', 1.9 - but in the sense of suspending disbelief). Indeed, it was Ally's 
fantasy sequences, visualising a world where the diegesis was altered by the altered 
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perceptions of the main character (expanding breasts, exploding heads) that was one 
of its first selling points in the media. 
But beyond this gimmick of fantasy, several episodes of Ally McBeal explore the 
emotional impact - the possibility for creating happiness - that emerges from believing 
in happiness when it is known not to exist. As Ally says: 'For me the true meaning of 
Christmas is Santa ... you’re allowed to believe in something you know doesn’t exist' 
(1.11). A bond trader's employment is terminated after he claims he saw a unicorn. 
Billy's defense sums up Kelley's explicit ambivalence: 'We all want to be happy. 
Different people get there different ways. So you could never see a unicorn? Good for 
you. Or maybe not'. The judge asks: 'who am I to decide crazy?', deciding that:  
There are a lot of lonely people out there who need hope, who might need to look for it 
in strange places ... so I think I’m going to let them keep their unicorns (2.10) 
In a later story, it is dragons that provide the metaphor for the impossible and 
impossibly attractive: 'They need to believe in those dragons Ling ... it makes their 
world an interesting place' (3.12). In these stories, the program - an open and 
ambivalent logic running strong - states of those who are sane enough not to believe 
in what they know to be impossible: 'Good for you. Or maybe not'. Kelley elevates 
human sensemaking - imagination and culture - to the centre of the search for 
happiness: or at least, a happy life in the classical sense of a worthwhile, civilised and 
good life. This is linked to childhood (which is a familiar move in popular 
philosophy). Children are often taken to be the site of imagination and creativity, and 
Ally ('I never ever wanted to be a grown-up': 5.9) commonly returns to childhood in 
fantasy visions as the source of her impossible dreams (her 'childhood whimsy': 2.23) 
of a world where all is right. The fantasies of what the world should be like even 
though we know it isn't aren't presented as political programs. Kelley isn't suggesting 
that a world with unicorns in it (or whatever they represent) would be utopian. Rather, 
it is the very fact of still being able to dream, to hope for a perfect world even as we 
know that such a thing is a logical impossibility, that makes for a good - a happy - 
life. What is particularly interesting about Kelley's philosophy at this point is that he 
is unflinching in his thinking-through of the implications of attempting to retain 
childlike fantasy worlds into adulthood. Ally might joke: 'what’s so great about the 
real world?' (1.20); other characters are slightly more serious when they invite her to: 
'choose to live in it with the rest of us' (2.22). But in the course of the program, we see 
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it made clear that if you choose to indulge in a fantasy life that intrudes on the 
consensual reality of material existence, then you are actually categorizable as mad. 
The second and third seasons tell the story of Ally wrestling with the desirability of 
madness, refusing medication, uncertain as to whether sanity is desirable. The arc is 
never really resolved. Ally chooses not to go onto medication. She never stops having 
her visions, but they do become more controlled. Her madness becomes manageable, 
but never goes away. She always retains a commitment to a fantasy life - to believing 
fervently in what she knows to be untrue - and defines this as happiness even as it 
fails to convince her or those around her that this is the case. If you are sane, Kelley 
suggests: 'Good for you. Or maybe not'. 
The episode 'In Dreams' presents one of the most honest and ambivalent explorations 
of the degree to which fantasy can be preferable to reality. Here Kelley himself pushes 
his argument to the limit case and then remains powerfully ambivalent about the 
resulting situation. Bria, an old teacher of Ally's, is terminally ill and wants to spend 
the rest of her life in a coma, dreaming dreams that make her happy. As Ally argues to 
a priest who is also a friend of the teacher: 
Look. You can’t underestimate that [happiness] you know. People tell me all the time 
that I should take Prozac. My roommate says that when it comes out in jelly form she’s 
going to smear it on my crackers ... People are taking all kinds of drug therapies these 
days. And not that I’m a huge fan of happiness but if you’re going to insist on it 
wouldn’t dreams be a more natural method - and couldn’t it also qualify under the 
category ‘mysterious ways’?  (2.11) 
The case goes to court, and opposing counsel puts the rational and common sense 
argument: 'One day a happy life could all come down to a pill and a pillow'.  Her 
doctor says: 'I’m trying to make Bria happy. Isn’t that your target?'. This is perfectly 
reasonable, but Ally won't hear of it. As Bria smiles in her sleep she says: 'She’s 
already happy. Look' (2.11). The court grants the request; the episode ends with Bria 
smiling, dreaming her happy fantasy life and tapping her foot in time to the beat of the 
music that the rest of the cast dances to.  
To suggest that it might be better to reject reality entirely, to live in a fantasy world, is 
an intriguing suggestion and one that refutes the dystopian science fiction logic of 
necessary discontent that also informs Ally. There is something charming and 
convincing about an argument - that happiness only really comes in fantasy, in 
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madness, in a refusal of the real world - that insists on sensemaking, culture and 
imagination as the centre of a happy life even when the absurdity of that position is 
shown: indeed, where that absurdity is claimed and embraced as desirable.  
 
Happiness through bodily manipulation 
Kelley’s other point that is unfamiliar from the rest of popular philosophizing is the 
suggestion, contra everything that has gone before, that in trying to understand the 
nature of happiness we might be best to abandon trying to make sense of it; and 
instead simply regard it as a physical state. Kelley does not work with rational, 
coherent and singular arguments in Ally McBeal. His forms of argument are 
influenced by the everyday, by context, and particularly by the body. The rational 
arguments presented by characters - and the not-so-rational but often very funny 
alternative forms of argument in which the program specialises (words often become 
separated from meaning, in performances of sound and rhythm) - follow on from 
emotions and contexts, rather than vice versa. Ally will either argue strongly that she 
needs a man to be happy, or argue strongly that she doesn't need a man to be happy, 
depending on the context of the argument and how she is feeling at the time.  
This is not sloppy thinking: throughout the program, Kelley suggests that emotions 
may come from the workings of the physical body. To try to reason about happiness 
may not make sense when it could be, he suggests, a descriptive term for a physical 
state. Throughout the program he plays with corporeal thinking – that is, thinking with 
the body. Fish, as Ling points out, thinks with his 'dumb stick', a bodily reaction to 
sexual attraction (2.9). Melanie's peculiar form of argument and relation to emotion is 
worked through her Tourette's and her body's uncontrollable performance (4.9). John 
Cage's body is controlled by music, to the point where he has no control over its 
movements (1.17). Exploring the implications of corporeal thinking for arguments 
about happiness Kelley suggests a powerful thought-experiment where a physical 
condition has made a man permanently happy.  
In 'The pursuit of unhappiness' (4.17), the firm defends a man - Henry Thompson  -
whose son is trying to have him declared incompetent to run his company on the basis 
that a blood clot on the brain has made him too happy. Happiness here is not simply a 
personal condition; it is linked to kindness and a lack of material desire. Henry is not 
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pushing to maximise profits for his company at the expense of his staff's working 
conditions. His happiness is predicated on making other people happy too. In the 
course of the program, the son is shown to be a relentless capitalist who doesn't care 
about exploiting the workers. The fact that the father's happiness is based on kindness 
and treating workers well suggests the common argument that happiness is not so 
much unrelated to money, but is actually in some way opposed to the desire for 
wealth. Ling explains that they could actually lose the case: 
Well, despite happy workers, quality of life, all that, when you have shareholders the 
price of the stock is all that matters. And it’s going down.  
The program, as always, avoids explicit moralizing, but it is difficult to see much 
sympathy for the position of the son, who explicitly champions exploitation of the 
workers. Henry's happiness is shown to be valuable and desirable (his wife is deeply 
in love with, and proud of, the happy man that he has become); and importantly for 
Kelley's argument, it is a direct product of a physical event. Kelley doesn't celebrate 
completely individualistic free will: for him, there are material constraints on the 
production of emotional responses. The body is one of these limits.  
At the end of the story, the 'happiness is discontent' thesis is reinforced. Henry's wife 
succumbs to cancer and he chooses to have the blood clot removed from his brain so 
he can once again experience sadness and cry for her.  
Henry: I loved my wife more than anything else in the world. And she’s gone and I 
can’t cry. All I feel is like - whistling. (laugh) I need to grieve for her. 
Ling: Okay. But Henry, from everything I’ve heard about you, you were very unhappy 
before. 
Henry: Yes. I was. 
Ling: And you really want to go back to being that miserable? 
Henry (smiles): I want to cry for my wife. 
This is one of Kelley's most interesting suggestions, familiar in the academy through 
the work of feminist philosophers but less visible in popular texts: an insistence that 
the mind is not free floating but that we think through our bodies - and that this has 
implications for thinking of a happy life. John Cage, for example, introduces the 
workplace to the idea of smile therapy: the idea that, as well as happy people smiling 
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it might be that the reverse is also the case: that the physical act of smiling can make 
you feel happy: 
Cage: I’m prone towards sternness, facially. There’s some anecdotal evidence to 
suggest that a smile isn’t simply inside-out conduct, that the inverse is applicable as 
well. I smile because I’m happy. I’m happy because I smile (1.14) 
Again it is worth insisting that I am not claiming here that Kelley is a reputable social 
scientist. He isn’t; he has no empirical data to back up his claims on this point. But if 
we want to understand the ideas about happiness that are being offered to the 
consumers of popular culture, Kelley’s thinking remains important. Through the run 
of the program several characters try smile therapy, always with mixed results. Again, 
the program's ambivalence looms large: this is not presented as a serious proposal for 
creating happiness in America, and often Kelley makes fun of the idea of material 
factors controlling feelings. Directly after the above quotation, John smiles a 
terrifying smile that is obviously fake - more like the rictus of a corpse. But the 
program also allows that there might be some validity to the idea of not being true to 
one's inner self, but rather working on that inner self through material means. Citing 
Goodwin, Shay and Fisher, Kelley suggests that maybe: 'When you’re smiling... the 
whole world smiles with you' (1.14): 
John: How do you always stay so cheerful? 
… 
Elaine: … happy is easy. You act happy. People see you as happy, you see yourself 
through their eyes, you feel happy. It doesn’t work for lonely. But happy’s easy (2.9) 
A further thought experiment is the idea of the 'theme song': Ally's therapist Tracey 
insists that each of her clients have a theme song they can play in their heads when 
they are feeling down: 'the whole thing about a theme song is that it has to give a lift... 
something peppy ... bounce'. When Ally chooses The Exciter's 'Tell him' as her theme 
song, Tracey enthuses: 'That is a great theme song. You are going to start feeling 
better, I promise you, or money back' (1.17). Lifting, pepping, bouncing, is caused in 
Ally McBeal by singing a song. Again, the program does not present this as a serious 
proposal for a therapeutic program. Indeed, it is possible to argue that given the 
loathing of Freudian psychoanalysis evinced by the program, and the parade of nutty 
and useless therapists that infest its storylines, Kelley is rejecting the idea of therapy 
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and its search for happiness and is actually mocking attempts to find happiness with 
smile therapy and theme songs. But if this is the case, again it is an ambivalent 
position. The centrality of smiling and theme songs to the program suggests that 
Kelley is at least thinking about their implications for happiness: certainly he is not 
dismissing them entirely. 
These approaches to happiness, however, pale into insignificance compared with what 
seems to be, ultimately, the program's central proposition about happiness. Happiness 
is material, corporeal: it is caused by chemicals, by hormones, by movement and 
energy. You can, in Ally McBeal, literally 'dance your cares away': because dancing 
causes happiness. Again we find Kelley carefully citing his sources as he 
acknowledges that previous popular texts have done much work on this topic. 
Generically the program is as close to being a musical as it is to a traditional drama or 
comedy: and the closing episode of season three is entitled 'Ally McBeal the musical, 
almost'. As Richard Dyer has convincingly shown, musical films strongly suggest that 
in dancing - both individually and in a group - utopian imaginings about a happy life 
and a good society are played out (Dyer, 1981). 
When Ally finds John Cage, in his office by himself, dancing around and waving his 
hands frantically, he explains: 'It’s an advanced version of my smile therapy. I’m 
using physical optimism to induce emotional well-being'. (2.7). Throughout the 
program, music and dancing are emphasized as vital parts of any intelligent response 
to the question of happiness. When Ally reconciles herself with the infamous dancing 
baby that symbolizes a 'ticking clock' (Chocano, 2002), she does so by joining in with 
its dance. When she tries to persuade visiting lawyer Bobby Donnell (a character from 
another David E Kelley show, The Practice) that her fantasy world has some value 
over his gritty reality, she does so by dancing with him to the music in her head. The 
cast dance in the title sequence; they become involved in elaborate dance numbers in 
the fantasy sequences of many episodes (especially in the abovementioned 'Ally 
McBeal the musical, almost'). Most episodes end up in the local bar, with the cast 
dancing to celebrate a victory or commiserate on a loss. Characters find out while 
dancing that they are in love; or that the people with whom they are in love have 
unexpected penises (4.3). As with musicals, material objects, the accumulation of 
capital, professional success, heterosexual coupling - none of these things can 
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guarantee happiness. But perhaps, if we think through the body and use it accordingly, 
we can begin to discover a happiness that is worthwhile and manageable. 
Happiness is not a simple, easily grasped quality for David E Kelley. Firstly, it is 
necessary to be unhappy, to be discontent in order to be happy. Secondly, we might 
find that a healthy interior life, where imagination is privileged over reality, helps in 
the quest for happiness. And finally, we are embodied thinkers. The mind thinks 
through the body. And, Kelley suggests - always ambivalently, always playfully, 
always open to challenge and multiple viewpoints - that fleeting moments of 
happiness can be grasped if we understand this, if we use the link between mind and 
body and place ourselves in situations where we can be comfortable and safe, 
surrounded by friends, perhaps, with music playing, and we can dance, use our bodies 
to link to our minds, and - perhaps - make ourselves happy for that period of time. In 
his frank acknowledgement of the material conditions for happiness, this, I think, is 
one of Kelley's most intriguing contributions to popular philosophy. 
 
The end 
Endings are generic – which is also to say, disciplinary. Typically a scientific paper 
should end with a discussion of results, a consideration of generalizability, a 
formulaic set of ‘suggestions for further research’. A humanities paper should end 
with a neat twist, or a bon mot. And a five year long piece of popular philosophizing? 
How should that end? 
The end of a television series is an odd occasion. The open-ended nature of series 
narrative is one of its biggest attractions, and defines the ways in which arguments can 
be conducted within it. No position is final, no argument ever completely over. The 
possibility always remains that the case can be reopened, new evidence presented, 
further witnesses called. Ling might be cold and careless and rude, but after a few 
seasons we might begin to understand why she behaves as she does, and even see her 
change and soften. Ally's lack of commitment to heterosexual romance may initially 
seem to be an inability to find a man, but eventually it becomes a form of commitment 
to not having a man. John's smile therapy might be an idiotic idea for one episode, but 
as the idea comes back and is revisited and reworked and re-presented in many ways 
it might become just a little more convincing. 
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In such a situation, the final episode of a show like Ally McBeal can never hope to do 
justice to the complexity, openness and ambivalence of all that has gone before. The 
end of a narrative has an expectation of closure. But Ally McBeal never really made it 
its business to answer the question 'What is a happy life?'. Its intellectual project was 
more one of keeping that question in play, of exploring the possible responses without 
deciding that any one was a complete answer. However, the final episode of Ally 
McBeal does offer an answer, of sorts, and it comes rather from left field. It is not 
possessions, or money, or success, or friends, or love that provides happiness. It is 
rather - and disappointingly, and predictably - family: and more precisely, having a 
child. In the fifth season of the program, Ally discovers that, due to a mix up in a 
fertility clinic, she has a ten year-old daughter that she never knew existed - Maddie. 
It is quickly established that this is what Ally needs to make her happy: a child.  
Maddie: I never had a mum you know. When Daddy was alive... I always felt a hole I 
guess, not knowing who you were. Something was missing. And when he died the hole 
got bigger. And now ...  
Ally: You know, I’ve always had a hole too Maddie. And I always thought that it was 
going to be filled up with a man. And yet I could never picture... him. Well, maybe the 
man turned out to be you. Maybe it’s been you. And I know that this sounds crazy but 
it’s as if I have always known that you were out there... It’s as if a part of me just knew. 
And now it just makes so much sense that you’re here. Oh, if you only knew how much 
money I’ve spent at therapists trying to work out who is that guy. And now it turned 
out that the guy is a ten year old girl. And she’s home (5.11). 
This is not entirely without precedent in the program. As noted above, Kelley suggests 
that certain attitudes and experiences that are necessary to a happy life are too often 
constrained to childhood (a willingness to believe in the impossible, to hope for what 
we know can never be). And Ally's relationship with her own father in her childhood 
is often presented as the key to what happiness she has had in her life (memories and 
fantasies about her duets at the piano with him recur as moments of joy). It is not 
entirely surprising then that the series should end with Ally rejecting her friends, her 
home, her parents, her career and her lovers, and leaving the city with only her 
daughter for company. Diegetically the argument is that Maddie is having 'emotional 
problems' and needs to return to her life and her friends in New York. This can be 
read in a positive way, that Ally is finally learning to put somebody else's needs ahead 
of her own. It is disappointing, though, after five years of exploring and playing with 
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the dominant discourses about what makes a happy life, that Kelley should finally 
present such an unreflexive and unambivalent ending: as The Simpsons might put it: 
'won't somebody think of the children?!'. The need for the emotional care of children, 
protecting their innocence and vulnerability is one of the most dominant of dominant 
discourses in our culture. Kelley's philosophical ambivalence, so prominent is almost 
every approach to happiness he considers, falls down here: nobody laughs at Ally for 
putting her child's needs first.  
Cage: There’s really nothing to say. I know why you’re leaving. I know it’s the right 
decision. You know how I feel about you leaving. So I guess there’s no need for words 
Nobody suggests that Maddie should just get over it. The needs of the helpless, 
innocent child are beyond reproach. In the final episode Ally literally freezes the 
fantasies that Kelley has been championing for five years, using a 'remote control' to 
make the dancing baby stop. She ends the series back firmly in reality, dealing with 
the needs of her 'real' child. This is a disappointing failure of the imagination. But, as 
feminist film theorists have long argued about the gender ideology of melodramas, the 
end of the narrative is not always a convincing end to the argument. We may end a 
film with the dangerous, transgressive heroine being punished for her sins; but we can 
also remember with pleasure the transgressions she made. Similarly, David E Kelley 
might end Ally McBeal with the discovery that happiness can be gained easily, and 
that all it takes is an innocent, vulnerable child to do this: the most uninspired of 
solutions and a slap in the face to those of us who are have little interest in children. 
But this need not be what we remember from the program. Perhaps instead we can 
take from Kelley's thinking his unflinching ambivalence; the fact that he was not 
afraid to push his own arguments into the absurd and even then refuse to condemn 
them; that he surveyed all external approaches to happiness and found each wanting; 
but that he still insisted on an understanding of happiness that was rooted in the 
material and the corporeal. And finally - even as she leaves with Maddie - Ally's final 
words as she walks down a final street, remind us of Kelley's position throughout the 
show. Happiness does not exist as a discrete, quantifiable entity, but is a way of 
making sense of parts of our experience that can only ever be relational. It only ever 
makes sense to talk about being happy in relation to what it means not to be happy: 
and that even then, happiness is never a stable position: 
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Looking backwards, many of the saddest moments in my life turn out to be the 
happiest. So I must be happy now. Yeah, this is gonna be good. Why else would I be 
crying? 
To some extent the point of this paper is precisely to avoid generalization – to say that 
not all popular thinking about happiness is equally detailed or interesting. Against the 
generic familiarities of romantic comedies which always show that money can’t buy 
happiness, or the certainties of adverts which will (almost) always tell us that it can, 
we can find individual programs which work quite differently, and which have to be 
understood on their own terms rather than being collapsed into a general category of 
‘popular culture’. But suggestions for further study, at least, are easy. If we are 
interested in mapping the culture of popular ideas about happiness, then the project 
has only just begun. We need analyses that take the intellectual work of popular 
culture seriously on its own terms: analyses of self-help books and romantic comedies 
and greetings cards and adverts for lotteries, analyses which tell us, not what these 
texts aren’t (social science investigation into popular culture); but what they are 
(particular kinds of popular thinking about happiness, available to audiences who do 
not access social science writing). There is much work still to be done. 
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1 Readers who are not familiar with Ally McBeal can find a basic introduction the 
program and its characters at (see http://allymcbeal.tktv.net/). 
2 This is a reductive but functional description. Cultural Studies is also 
interdisciplinary, and draws on elements on disciplines such as Sociology, Literary 
Studies, Anthropology and History among others. In this context, though, I am talking 
about Cultural Studies Theory, which develops from, draws on, and attends to the 
concerns traditionally addressed by Philosophy. 
